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Adversarial Media Questioning 
• There has been a growing trend in adversarial journalism since the 1950s 
(Harris 1991; Greatbatch 1988; Clayman & Heritage 2002). 
 
• Journalists often aim to gain professional status by: 
• Asking aggressive questions;  
• Asking hostile follow-up questions to pin down evasive politicians. 
 
• Journalists also produce controversial discourse to discredit or embarrass 
politicians. 
 
• On the other hand, politicians often treat political interviews or debates as 
a means to disseminate their statements and policies. They often ignore 
aggressive questions and simply repeat their prepared statements 
regardless of whether these statements are relevant to the topic or not 
(Day 1991). 
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Reasons for evading aggressive questions 
• Answering questions is a basic moral obligation for politicians 
(Raymond 1998). 
• However, politicians are increasingly being posed with questions to 
which all possible replies may have potentially negative consequences, 
yet a reply is still expected (Bull 2008). 
• The negative consequences of a direct reply either threaten the 
politicians’ public image or circumscribe their future freedom of action. 
• On the other hand, if the politicians are perceived to have been evasive 
in responding to aggressive questioning, they often face various 
pressures from journalists and the audience in subsequent media 
coverage. 
• Politicians thus need to adopt various “damage controls” to reap the 
benefits of not answering while at the same time minimizing the costs 
associated with this risky action (Clayman 2001).  
• Examples of ‘damage control’ strategies include smiling, being silent, 
and evading the question. 
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Types of Evasion Strategies 
1. Implication 
• A reply in which the speaker makes his/her views clear 
but without explicitly stating them  (Bull 1994:127). 
• For example, when the Chief Executive candidate was asked 
if he would abolish the indirect election model involving 
functional constituencies in the next Legislative Council 
election in 2020, he replied he would try his best to fight for 
universal suffrage in Hong Kong, implying he would do so 
but not fully committing himself to such an outcome. 
• From this answer, the audience does not know whether 
the candidate would abolish the functional constituency 
or not after he gets elected. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QA52YmlvXLQ  
(1:16:43 – 1:17:59) 
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Types of Evasion Strategies 
2. Partial reply 
• The speaker only answers part of the question. 
• For example, in one of the election debates, the incumbent Chief 
Executive was asked by a news reporter why he did not carry out 
universal suffrage and why the general public was not allowed to 
attend the debate.  
• The candidate only answered the second question by saying 
that it was the prerogative of the organizers of the debate to 
select the audience and he respected their arrangement. He 
went on to say he would attend other debates which would be 
open to the general public. 
• Note, however, that the candidate did not attempt to answer 
why he did not carry out universal suffrage during his term in 
office. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Hv_bZhxiwE  
(0:07 – 1:24) 
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Types of Evasion Strategies 
3.     Non-reply 
• The speaker fails to provide any of the information 
requested in the question (Clayman 2001). 
• In another election debate, one of the candidates was asked 
how he would solve various social problems such as the 
housing shortage and the inadequate medical services.  
• However, in his reply, the candidate started talking about 
his previous accomplishments in the civil service. There 
was no mention of any solid measures to solve the social 
problems in Hong Kong. 
• In this way, he side-stepped the ‘how’ question. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QA52YmlvXLQ  
(23:01 - 24:16) 
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Types of Evasion Strategies 
4.    Challenge 
• The speaker disputes the presupposition of the question 
(Harris 1991). 
• For example, in an election forum, the Chief Executive 
candidate was asked if he would appoint a particular person 
to be a government official if he was elected. 
• The candidate countered by asking where such 
information was obtained, and subsequently followed 
through with an implicit reply, which the questioner 
exasperatedly takes to be a non-reply. 
• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0fQ338yIv8U  
• (19:14 to 19:21) 
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Can be expressed while smiling,  
which makes the challenge 
 appear less like one. 
Evasive strategy—example of a challenge 
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Evasion in the Hong Kong political context 
1. One country two systems 
• Hong Kong is a special administrative region, which is allowed to elect its 
own Chief Executive through an Election Committee. 
 
2. Recent Democratization 
• In each of the first three Chief Executive elections, there was usually a 
candidate strongly favoured by the Beijing Central Government. 
• However, in the recent fourth election (September 2012), there was fierce 
competition between candidates. A wide spectrum of political forces has 
emerged in recent years, and we see pro-establishment, liberal, democrat and  
radical groups, as well as trade unions, fighting for their own interests and 
criticizing their rivals aggressively both during and after the election. 
 
3. Rumour and Scandals 
• In this competitive political environment, politicians not only need to promote 
their policy manifestos, they often also need to discredit damaging rumours 
about themselves and their parties. 
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Evasion in the Hong Kong political context 
(contd) 
 
 
• Damage control 
• Though the Chief Executive does not belong to any political party 
and has no formal partisan support in the Legislative Council, the 
pro-establishment camp (Democratic Alliance for the Betterment of 
Hong Kong) usually sides with the Beijing Central Government to 
support the elected Chief Executive. 
 
• Thus, the Chief Executive will normally not face impeachment when 
caught in a scandal, as the pro-establishment camp (DAB) occupies 
the majority seat in the Legislative Council. 
 
• However, damage control is still needed to maintain the face of the 
Chief Executive or the Beijing Government in embarrassing 
situations. Evasion is one of the face management strategies often 
used to deal with this problem. 
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Methodology 
• Two studies were conducted to review the evasion strategies of the 
current Chief Executive. 
(1)  Longitudinal study 
• Objective: To examine whether the Chief Executive, in this case CY 
Leung, uses evasion strategies, and if so, which type(s) and how often. 
(2)  Comparative studies 
• Objective: To compare the evasion patterns (if any) of the current 
Chief Executive (CY Leung) with other politicians (Donald Tsang and 
Henry Tang) in dealing with different issues, including scandals and 
controversies related to government policies. 
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Methodology (contd) 
Data sources 
• 2 Chief Executive televised election debates  
• 4 post-election TV interviews with the successful candidate, CY Leung 
• 4 Legislative Council Q&A sessions 
• 2 Chief Executive policy addresses 
• 2 scandal inquiries 
 
• These data were obtained between March 11, 2007 and January 27, 
2013. 
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Methodology (contd) 
Data selection 
• According to Harris (1991), all interactional strategies of 
major politicians are inevitably affected by the following 
factors: 
• Type(s) of audience 
• Topic of discussion 
• The general political environment 
 
• In order to have a fair and objective comparative account of 
the political style of each politician, only the televised 
questionings were analyzed. 
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Findings 
• Figure 1. Evasion strategies of Chief Executive CY Leung before 
and after the 2012 election (based on percentage of total replies) 
• Figure 2. Evasion strategies of Chief Executive CY Leung in 
different types of questionings 
• Figure 3. Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Henry Tang during 
the 2012 Chief Executive election 
• Figure 4. Evasion strategy of CY Leung and Donald Tsang in two 
Q&A sessions of the Legislative Council (based on scandal 
inquiries) 
• Figure 5. Evasion strategy of CY Leung and Donald Tsang in two 
Q&A sessions of the Legislative Council (Policy Addresses) 
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Figure 1. Evasion strategies of Chief Executive CY Leung before 
and after the 2012 election (based on percentage of total replies) 
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Evasion strategies of Chief Executive CY Leung 
before and after the 2012 election 
• The data include two election debates, four televised interviews and two 
Q&A sessions in Legislative Council. 
• 294 questions were asked.  
• More than half of the answers were evasive (69% before and 62% after 
the election).  
• The implication strategy constituted the major portion of evasive 
replies—58% before and 44% after the election (percentages based on 
total answers).  
• Non-replies formed the second most frequent evasive strategy, but the 
numbers were low (5% before and 9% after the election).  
• Note that the percentage of non-replies was higher after the election. 
This was mainly due to the fact that the sensitive cases were usually 
under police or anti-corruption investigation, and so the Chief Executive 
could say that it was not appropriate for him to comment on the issues 
concerned. 
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Figure 2. Evasion strategies of Chief Executive CY Leung 
in different types of questionings 
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Evasion strategies of Chief Executive CY Leung 
in different contexts 
• The number of questions being asked in different situations are as 
follows: 
• Q&A session in Legislative Council  =   81 questions 
• Televised interviews                           = 157 questions 
• Election debate                                    =   55 questions 
 
• Similar to the general evasion pattern found in Figure 1, more than half of 
the answers were evasive in all three contexts. The implication strategy 
still constituted the major portion of evasive replies. 
 
• All other evasive replies—although infrequent—were quite evenly 
distributed among the three different situations, with the exception of the 
partial reply, which was not found in the televised interviews at all. 
• Possible contextual factors: TV hosts tend to follow up with more 
aggressive questioning In the event of a partial reply, and the interviewee 
has to some extent rehearsed responding to potential tough questions. 
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Figure 3. Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Henry 
Tang during the 2012 Chief Executive election 
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Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Henry Tang 
during the 2012 Chief Executive election 
• Before the Chief Executive election, both CY Leung and Henry Tang had 
served in the government: 
• CY Leung – former Executive Council member 
• Henry Tang – former Chief Secretary and Financial Secretary 
 
• The number of questions being asked were more or less the same in the 
election debate: 
• CY Leung  - 55 questions 
• Henry Tang - 51 questions 
 
• Both candidates produced evasive answers 69% of the time during the 
televised debates. The implication strategy still constituted the major 
portion of evasive replies (58% for CY Leung and 47% for Henry Tang). 
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Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Henry Tang 
during Chief Executive Election 
1. Other than the implication strategy, however, Henry Tang only used non-
replies in the election debate. His non-replies (22%) were much more than 
CY Leung’s (5%). The latter used more varied types of evasion strategies 
in the televised debates. 
 
2. The higher frequency of non-replies by Henry Tang in the election 
debates was due to the following reason: 
• During the election, Henry Tang was stormed by scandals about 
unauthorised building works in his residence. His previous lies about 
this issue discredited his integrity and he faced frequent aggressive 
questions about his trustworthiness as a leader in the government. 
• Whenever he was asked about his integrity and his ability to be a 
government leader, he would use non-replies to divert the attention of 
the audience away from the embarrassing scandals. 
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Example of non-reply by Henry Tang during the 
Chief Executive election 
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咁 但係 經過 連串 嘅 誒 醜聞 呀， 
gam2  daan6hai6 ging1gwo1 lin4cyun3 ge3 e6 cau2man4 aa1 
then but after series ATTR PRT scandals PRT 
'But after a series of scandals,' 
同埋 你 嘅 解 難 能力 呢 … 
tung4maai4  nei5 ge3 gaai2 naan4 nang4lik6  ne1 
and 2SG ATTR solve problems ability PRT 
'your problem-solving ability seems to be questionable to different sectors of Hong Kong,' 
The aggressive question about Henry Tang’s integrity and ability:  
洗到 人地 呢 覺得 呢 你 …. 
sai2dou3  jan4dei6 ne1 gaau3dak1 ne1 nei5 
make the.others PRT think PRT 2SG 
'which makes people think …,' 
點樣 為 香港 解決 唔同 嘅 問題 … 
dim2joeng6 wai4 hoeng1gong2 gaai2kyut3 m4tung4 ge3 man6tai4 
how for PN solve different ATTR problems 
'how could you solve Hong Kong’s problems,' 
例如 雙非 呀 教育 呀 醫療 呀 房屋 等等 呀。 
lai6jyu4 soeng1fei1 aa1 gaau1juk6 aa1 ji1liu4 aa1 fong2nguk1 dang2dang2 aa1 
for.example non-citizenship.pregnant.woman PRT education PRT medical PRT housing etc. SFP 
'for example, non-citizen pregnant women, education, medical, housing, etc.' 
Example of non-reply by Henry Tang during the 
Chief Executive election 
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The non-reply of Henry Tang to the embarrassing issue:  
作為 行政長官， 
zok3wai4  haang4zing3coeng4gun1 
as  Chief.Executive 
'As a Chief Executive,' 
我 係 要 為 全 港 市民 服務 嘅。 
ngo5 hai6 jiu1 wai4 cyun4 gong2 si5man4 fuk6mou6 ge3 
1SG COP need for whole Hong.Kong citizens serve SFP 
'I need to serve all Hong Kong citizens.' 
對於 服務 市民 嚟 講， 
deoi3jyu1 fuk6mou6 si5man4 lai2 gong2 
In regarding serve citizens come speak 
‘As for serving citizens,' 
我 認為 最 重要 都係 能力、 經驗 同埋 團隊。 
ngo5  jan6wai4 zeoi3  cung4jiu1 dou1hai6 nang4lik6 ging1jim6  tung4maai4 tyun4deoi6 
1SG think most important PROG ability experience and team 
'I think the most important thing is ability, experience, and team spirit.' 
Example of non-reply by Henry Tang during the  
Chief Executive election 
1. During the Hong Kong Chief Executive Election Debate on 16 
March 2012, Henry Tang was accused of lying in relation to 
unauthorised building works in his residential premises. The 
general public had doubts about his ability and integrity, and he 
was asked how he could solve the many social problems Hong 
Kong faces given his lack of credibility. 
 
2. In reply to this ‘how’ question, Henry Tang talked instead about 
the attributes of a good leader. No solid measures to solve any 
social problems could be found in his reply. 
 
3. He simply ignored the aggressive question and shifted the agenda 
to a somewhat unrelated topic. 
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Figure 4. Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Donald Tsang in two 
Q&A sessions of the Legislative Council (based on scandal inquiries) 
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Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Donald Tsang in two Q&A 
sessions of Legislative Council (based on scandal inquiries) 
1. The former Chief Executive, Donald Tsang, and the current Chief 
Executive, CY Leung, each attended a Q&A sessions in the Legislative 
Council on 1 March 2012 and 10 December 2012 respectively. 
 
2. Donald Tsang was alleged to have accepted advantages while in office 
by underpaying for a number of luxurious trips with tycoons and 
accepting a sweetheart rental deal for a 6500-square-foot penthouse. 
 
3. CY Leung was accused of telling lies (instead of just being negligent) 
over his handling of illegal structures at his home after the media 
repeatedly disclosed various unauthorised building works on his 
premises. 
 
4. 39 questions were asked about  CY Leung’s illegal structures and 28 
questions about Donald Tsang’s corruption scandal. 
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Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Donald Tsang in two Q&A sessions of 
Legislative Council (based on scandal inquiries) 
1. CY Leung showed a similar evasion pattern as in other situations—that is, 
he frequently used the implication strategy. However, Donald Tsang’s 
evasion pattern is different from Leung’s in the following ways: 
• He used direct answers more than evasions (the latter constituting 32% of his 
total answers). 
• The implication strategy was the only evasion strategy he used. 
 
2. This difference was due to the following reasons: 
• Under current laws in Hong Kong, the Chief Executive is the only public 
official exempted from accepting advantages in office, meaning that in effect 
the leader is not subject to any checks and balances. 
• Donald Tsang thus could always use a direct answer and claim this privilege 
to avoid prosecution. 
• Having served for 45 years as a bureaucrat, Donald Tsang was not so 
sophisticated in using different evasion strategies  (e.g. partial replies) to 
handle crises compared with the politicians. This could explain why he just 
used the most common evasion strategy, implication, to defend himself. 
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Figure 5. Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Donald Tsang in two 
Q&A sessions of the Legislative Council (based on policy addresses) 
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Evasion strategies of CY Leung and Donald Tsang in two Q&A 
sessions of the Legislative Council (based on policy addresses) 
1. Donald Tsang tended to use more direct replies than CY 
Leung when dealing with both policy addresses and scandals. 
2. CY Leung had fewer evasive answers when asked about 
policies related to the governance of Hong Kong. 
 
3. He used fewer partial replies and non-replies when dealing 
with questions about government policies, compared to 
awkward moments when he had to respond to questions 
about scandals or political crises. 
4. Instead, he relied a lot more on direct replies since he was in 
a position to respond with clear and factual information to 
questions raised during policy address sessions.  
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Conclusion 
• The findings from this study shows a high usage of evasive 
replies among politicians, even in the speeches of those 
seeking as well as those serving the highest office in Hong 
Kong. 
• Most of the evasive replies took the form of implicit answers, 
indicating a reluctance on the part of officials to commit to a 
definite answer. 
• The results reflect a highly confrontational culture in political 
discourse in Hong Kong in recent years. 
• The aggressive questions come not only from political rivals 
during televised debates and LegCo Q&A sessions, but also 
from the press, as attested in the high incidence of evasive 
replies in post-election interviews. 
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Current complexities and future studies 
• The reasons for evasion were found to be rather complex. 
• Our qualitative analysis (not reported here) indicates not 
only a high frequency of aggressive questions, but in 
contexts such as the Q&A sessions in the Legislative 
Council, some questions were ‘non-questions’ (i.e. trivial 
questions), often prefaced by rambling or agitated 
allegations and accusations intended primarily to embarrass 
and discredit the politician that is being interrogated.  
• The increasing use of filibusters by the opposition political 
parties also make the use of simple and civil direct replies 
more difficult, yet the ability and credibility of politicians to 
serve as leaders are to a great extent measured by how well 
and how honestly they respond to tough questions.  
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Future studies 
• Further research is needed to investigate the relationship 
between a growing trend in adversarial questioning and the 
rise of evasive replies on the effectiveness of leaders to 
(in)effectively govern. 
• There is also a need to examine ways in which leaders can 
better establish and negotiate common ground with the general 
public. 
• Verbal indirectness strategies when engaging in dispreferred 
moves that threaten the face needs of others (such as rivals as 
well as oneself) 
• The use of metaphor and humor 
• The use of ellipsis 
• The use of rhetorical strategies 
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